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Poetopraph ont caver 
A playgroup for 20 cnifdven with cerebral palsy, sping bifida, autism and ether hanaicaps 
which opened at Welsail Wood, Staffordshire, fast year is one of the increcsing number 
being formed for nandiccpred chileren (see p.19) 
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Pre-school provision for 


the majority of ha: 


ar he: 


idicapped children remains 
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‘a pipe dream’—but 


not for « group in the Yeovil area where local initiative has established a playgroup three 


mornings weekly. Sheila Fox, 


social worker for 


The Spasiics Socicty’s west region, 


describes the cfforts to launch it end its subsequent progress 


Living with Handicap (A970) highli:hts the diversity 
of pre-school facilities made available by the various 
Jocal authorities for handicapped children. Some 
authorities are excellent, forward-looking and imagina- 
live. Gne fairly smali county borough, for instance, p1o- 
vides a special playgroup for mentally handica pped, 
emotionally disturbed and socially deprived children; 
the day school [or severely subnormal children aceepts 
them from the ace of three; a plavgroup for maladjusted 
children operates at the local hospitals psychiatric 
unit, the itat and lea. jointly run 
cerebral. palsy unit, while there is a nursery class for 
ihe caf and partially hearing and additional domi- 
ciliary auditory training by specially trained health 
visitors. .M ausmall num er 


Moreover, day nurseries adn 
of physically or mentally hundicapped . children anda 
small Hay sose-built unit for handicapped children. has 


Le. J ae 
i once hos wn ma raneyal PN a ey te ting A nurse Ory. 
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1 OH cInaee xceliont provision ‘such as this is rare. 
As long as local authorities have permissive, not stalu- 
tory, powers for the under-fives, and relevant services 
for handie: apped children remain so uncoordinated, pre- 
school provision fer the majority will remain a pipe 
dreani. 

Pre-school experience for the handicapped child 
to Operate on an inverse: ratio—the greater 
the handicap the less the pr For the severely 
subnormal child itis mintmal, Tf local authorities had 
to contribute to the upkeep of their children who go 
into subnoraiality hespitals, more imeht be done to 
prevent the children frem being adnvited initially o7 
to allocate increased budgets to the hospitals ta nmprove 
their conditions. 
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VisIOn, 


Decision to take the Initiative 

When local autherities are unable or refuse to make 
prevision themselves, they semetimes put untold 
obstacles in the way of voluntary erganisations prepared 
to meney to do Aithough unfortunate in- 
ciacnts may have occurred in the past. coordination 
op all levels, both statutory and voluntary. should) be 
the present aim. Vhis would happen more frequently 
Were the purpose of the exereise--the handicapped 
child and his family-- kept consistently ia the forefront 
of everybody's mind when discussions take place. 

Aware of the ceeds of some. severely hitadi- 
capped children tn) Deven and Somerset— and their 


raise sO, 


sOCcTaz! 


a children’s 


ee ee ee 


parents’ need for relicf---] decided four years avo to 
take the initiative in trying to provide thenr with some 


pre-school experience. 


Two Outlets Found 

After a Jony and tortuous search to find a playgroup 
Willing to experiment, eventually two young 
admitting limited expericace with handicapped chiiaren 
Offered to help three meraings a week. With rather 
lukewarm blessing frony the ia health deparuments 
involved, | placed two spuastics, first a five year old boy, 
then a severely subnormal girl of TE no bigver than a 


leaders 


child aged four, in these we pla venuDS for normal 
children. Altheuvh beth ebildren eventualiy died, i. 
the 18 months they gifended thy Dis yeroups the change 


in the ‘Mm Was remarkable, is Bea ha idles. Were (oma creat 


lor iniellectual improvement bul their, de i: eit and 
; Sty mite yt Dusheses Uae ibe TR eeeon he aibeice ites mate Sey weyar 
one he other children bec came aware of their hia 


ferences but were Kind and helpful, with the exception 
Olea disiurocn boy who sresented Ure. extra aieniien 
given to the handicapped five year old and tended to 
be destructive and spiieful. The benett to the mothers 
and to the other children in the group made me realise 
that pre-school experience for the handicapped child 
Was as essential as for normal children. 

Shortly afterwards, comparing voles with an experi- 
enced meptal welfare officer, we found that between us 
we had no fewer than 12 children under sever. years for 
whoin no facilites whatsoever were available in the 
Yeovil area apart from occasional physiotherapy at the 
nearoy hospital. Sia were severely cerebral palsied 1 and 
subnormat and the others were L.SUN. or S.S.N. Further 
enquiries from: Other colleagues, notubiy health visitors, 
quickly established that with the inclusion of ebildren 
with mamly physical handicaps sueh as spina bifida, the 
list had grown to 18, 

Establishing the need is the prerequisite for making 
prevision, so together we theught and plaaned. Despite 
repeated requesis to the healih department. ne regular 
help was forthcoming although they were willing to 
pay tewards the cost for two weeks’ holiday care for 
each child. As a meus test was operated, the expense 
frequently preventol the parents from taking advantage 
of the offer and. in any case, this was nat the true need. 

The ments! welfare officer went off on a 
leaving me to brood, During her absence, three of my 
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mothers, in ulfer despiir, asked for their children te 
be admitted to sabnormatity hospitals they could 
Inanave no longer, A’ year later, when my colleague 
returned, we decided something must be done tn the 
interests of the families as a whole. Jf the local 
authority was unwilling or unable to provide support, 
voluntary help must be enlisted. 

As we saw it, these children would benefit from play- 
group experience comparable, if modified, with that of 
other groups. Accommodation was to hand in Yeovil: 
a newly decorated, large and centrally heated church 
hall with a well cauipped kitchen, vood storage space 
and adequate toilet facilities which the governing board 
offered at reasonable letting terms. 


Formation of a Steering Commitice 

The first step was to form a steering committee of 
interested knowledseable people aware of the size of 
the problem and willing to go to any ieneths to resolve 
it. My colleague, who knew the areca well, suggested 
six members, who were magnincent from the start. The 
chairman, a retired company director, Maintained order 
discreetly when our enthusiasm ran away with us and 
our bank manager treasurer never at any time Jet us 
overspend---in:portant in small ventures such as this. 
Our secretery, a retired headteacher of the junior train- 
ing centre, brought years of experience to bear on our 
plans while a doctor’s wife, as @ committee member of 
Varicus uaa? Oreantsetions, Knew what avenues should 
be explored when raising money. The fourth Jay mem- 
ber With wat ana hy indicapped child of her own, 
Was in a uniaue position to guide our thoughts and 
plans. 

An analysis of running costs indicated, that with the 
heeessary staff: children in tie ratio of 1:2 the playgroup 
would cost £1,200 a year, excluding transport, running 
for three mornings per week: This figure may appear 
hich put staff salaries and their tr: sling expenses were 
a large item. We had quickly to accept, therefore, that 
unless we could persuade the local authority to provide 
or at ag help with the children’s transport costs, the 
playgroup could not materialise. Our catchment area 
was wide and attempting to bring the children in by 
volunteers and return them to outlying country areas 
Was siply not practicable. 


A Spaie of Donations and Volunteers 

The medical officer of health agreed there was a 
need—-but was uncertain at first about meeting it in this 
way and scepitea!l about the health commitice’s attitude. 
Would they, with their limited budget, fecl this to be 
a legitimate need, remembering that they had only 
permissive powers and not statutory obligations towards 
these young children? 

To the small coinmittee siraining ai the leash to put 
their plan into effect the delay seemed intolerable. Mect- 
ing for the first ine in December 1969, their New Year 
appeal to a variety of interested bodies had received 
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an immediate respoase. Money had poured in-—Jarge 
donations from diiferent groups -cheques from) indi 
viduals—-special efforts here--sponsored walks there. 
Young married women, with a variety of tramntiags, had 
offered to work at a lower rate than their professional 
gualifications demanded. Vhis was a pioneer effort in 
which they wanted to be involved from the beginning. 
They were anxious to experiment while their own small 
children benefited from, as well as being an asset to. 
the playgroup. The people of Yeovil fiad taken the 
phght of the children to their hearts; no efiort was teo 
great. With such kindness and goodwill if seemed right 
that such a playgroup should be opened. 

It was hard being patient when so much time already 
had been spent on planning and thinking and when the 
response from parents had been overwhelming, ‘This ts 
something—something we need for our children. Let it 
be started as quickly as possible, they had said. 

Perhaps the balance was fiualiy tipped by the out- 
standing generosity of the regional hospital beard. 
Acknowledeing that several of the children would have 
to be admitted to subnormatlity hospitals if the play- 
group were not started, they donated the moagniicent 
sum Gf £500. The health committee gave a further 
£200 towards staff salaries and agreed that existing 
transport could be usa. 

Final Preparations for the Opening 
In the weeks before the nlavgroup finally opened. in 
April 1970, the comtnittee and stalt sought advice and 
help from every quarter. It was tmportant that the 
right equipment and metho ids should be used. Observa- 
tion visits were paid to another similar vroup in ihe 
next county and correspondence passed back and forth 
with Dr, Fauuuer of the Stevenege Oppurtunity Group, 
a nursery group for handicapped children uncer seven 
whose mothers mect at the same time 
problems and receive advice from professional workers. 

A worth while afterncon was also spent at a busy 
nursery unit for cerebral palsied children where the 
experienced senior p! hysiothcrapist eave invaluable help 
over equipment. A Fleet Air Arm contingent nearby 
volunteered to make toys and equipment whits the 
staft rubbed down i id painted small chairs, bought for 
124p apiece from the le.a. 

Vhroushout, ny mental welfare colleague was the 
brains and the brawn of the whole plaa. She coordin- 
ated, wrote apneal fetters, helped to buy apparatus 
painted toys, consoled anxicus parents, encouraged ap- 
prehensive stall, brought her expertise to every com- 
mittee Meeting, pressurised groups of people into mali: uy 
special fund-raising efforts, an iy every way possibie 
worked to We the playgroup a viable concern. 

Late in May, the occupational therapist and ¢ iuntuent 
clerk from The _ Spnastics Society's London headquarters 
exhibited a wide varicty of aids and equipment to 
parents and professional workers. This was particularly 
raluable for the parents who were uble lo discuss their 
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A cerebrei palsicd boy, unable to sit, plays on the floor 
with the help of 2 wedge, encouraged by a staff member 
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One of the playgroup staff guides children in piay 
activity designed to aid sensory development 


Photogrcphs d5y courtesy cf Vi. Fie Rendell, Esce 


own children’s needs with staff experienced in the 
problems of cerebral palsied children, Literature was 
freely available including un up-to-date brochure of 
items provided free under the national health service 
and the procedure for obtaining them. 

As transport was rua in conjunction with the local 
junior training centre, it was at first reluctantly decided 
to close the opportunity group during the schools” sum- 
mer holidays. On reflection, and in response to fervent 
appeals from parents facing long summer days without 
any break from their handicapped children, the com- 
mittee decided to keep the playveruup open but move 
into the junior training centre so that seme of the 
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A group of children join in unstructured play with large 
wooden toy 
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A severely multiply handicapped child builds up his 
former skills after a brain operation 
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younger children from the centre could also attend. This 
project was costly. The committee had te pay for trans- 
port, but £100, they felt, was not too high a price to 
pay for the relief it gave to the families and evident 
stimulus and contentment to the children themseives. 
This venture was cnly made possible, however, by the 
generosity of willing volunteers, including able and en- 
thustastic senior school girls, and by the fact that parents 
continued to pay 17!p per session. 

Late in 1970 my colleague, the physiotherapist who 
attended nearly every session, and I met with the 
mothers to discuss the pltygioup’s effect not only on Cigir 
children but on themselves and the rest of the family. 
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Ve found it 
ence. Our primary concern throughout had been for 
those young children whom fate had so. grievously 
damaged. We were only too aware of the deficiencies 
and the drawbacks of the group but we had felt all the 
effort worth while. 

Listening to these mothers, 


a heartwarming and humbling exnert- 


though, gave us just a 


litle insight into the unremitting burden carried by 
these families and the difference Cupuisty mesasiia ll efelict, 
had made. As one mother said, ‘At 1. + feel some- 


the crux of 
rgollen,. 


body cures---we are not forgotten’. ab 
the matter—we must not allow them to 


The Group’s Activities f 

Jt is now 18 menths since the group began. Thirty- 
two handicapped children, aged nine months to 6! 
years, have attended, six more come for physiotherapy 
and eight are on a waiting list. The total includes 10 
with cerebral palsy, six with spina bifida, four with 
multiple handicaps, two mongals and one maladjusted 
child. 

In the mornings there are structured activities (when 
the children are grouped according to developmental 
age>, self-chosen play and yvroup activitics to encourage 
speech and action—like story-telling, action songs, per- 
cussion or going for a walk inthe garden. The children 
have a quiet period after their mid-morning drinks, 
toilet training and-— extremely important—physintherapy 
i @ pray Scltuie. Av sume tune during lie morning the 
younger children have an individual period with a 
member o7 the staff. 


lntegrating the Non-dandicapped 


tt ee ee 


‘There are big toys Ike a slide, trampoline, tricycles 
and Wendy house, and opportunities for sand and water 
play, painting, drawing, finger painting, table puzzles 
and toys. Foum wedges, Cnailey trolleys, baby bugyies, 
waiking frames and chairs appropriate to individual 
children’s needs are in constant use. The introduction 
of a tortoise, rabbit and dog has been particularly wel- 
comed by a small severely physically handicapped girl. 

To integrate the ordinaiy children successfully and to 
prevent them from being bored, their own interests have 
had to be sustained. They face the problem of ,watch- 
ing their Own mothers devoting much of their time to 
other children but can be helped if the mother turns it 
Into a partnership: “We wil do this together.” Vhe stat! 
are encouraged fo look after their own children first— 
this helps to allay their own feelings of guilt and 
anxiety, 

The non-handicapped children have matured con- 
siderably since joining the group. ‘They may, admit- 
tedly, satisfy their own needs first but they then 
proceed fo satisty the needs of their handicapped com- 
panions. It is, however, noticeable that they feel more 
at ease with the youncer children, not willingly admit- 
ting the handicapped child of their age into their own 
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‘their future. 


‘Younghusband, E., 
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el 
demands made on them b vicki idea whose chronalogical 
age may be theirs but who intellectually and emotion- 
aily are far behind them. From our expertence at the 
playgroup it would appear that pre-school handicapped 
and normal children can be integrated up to about age 
five but the older normal child is reluctant to be in- 
volved with his handicapped peers 

The main problems that ae arisen in the group 
have been mainly due to the fact that this has teen a 
learning situation for everyone involved. Desnite a 
variety of individual training no one, paid or otherwise, 
had previously had the experience of running such a 
playgroup and coping with young children with such a 
multiplicity of handicaps. 

To a great extent the dificulties have been overcome 
by pint discussions, a pooling of knowledge, attending 
conferences, reading about others’ experiences and in- 
viting knowledgeable people to the group to camment 
and offer constructive criticism. We realise, however, 
that more is now required and we are curren tly | 
into Ways cf widening our eee about specific 
handicaps and Icarning new nicthods of helping the 
children to move towards their own, potential, however 
Jimited that may be.,., fi at ty 


Need for Support by Local Authorities 
iirceorathe 
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years or older, are epie their 

places in the group. They are grossly handicapped. 
physically and mentally, and the lucal authority does 
not yet appear to have made any permencent vege ior 
it would be heartless to turn thein away, 
to send them back to their homes, to admit the 
wanted. There are already, though, chiidren of two, 
and younger, on the waiting Ist. The earlier such 
children can be offered the benefit of such a group the 
better, but the health department permits a maximuni 
of 20 children, no more 
Now that the educ: ition authorities have: ceepted 
responsibility for li chiluren, norm: and nandicay ES 
since April,_il 1s 10. be hoped_that they will 


CH! Pinas have zone on fo n Uisery se ch co! 


eahoaat 


18, who are now Ave 


Cy are met 


ee eee 


appreciat if 


the value of such playero IPS as in anterim Me, sure 


until they ure In a position to provide epre-splool <x; 
a MeHneE Wherselves, 

It is also to be hoped that they will be quick to ap- 
preciate how inadequate to date have been the facilities 
for the more severely handicapped voung child. This 
nettle must be vrasped straightaway vehile overali future 
needs of handicapped children are being considered, Jt 
could be fatally easy, at this stage, to overlook children 
hike the four left in the Aine ae Htis the responsibil 


ity of all of us to see this does not happen. Me 
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